ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
In Higher Education today there is an increasing expectation of students to interact with Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) for at least some of their instruction or general teaching and learning experience. Indeed the Joint Information Systems Committee found in 2002 that 97% of post-1992 UK universities reported using one [4] . This growing interest in e-learning has been precipitated by a number of factors, not least of which is the desire to reach greater numbers of students in the most costeffective manner.
The so-called massification of UK education in the early 1990s and the parallel Widening Participation agenda acknowledged that students have different educational needs, learn in different ways, at different speeds, and operate in different time and space boundaries. Against this backdrop, UK Higher Education institutions are now witnessing a boom in the recruitment of international students, with 61% of taught full time postgraduate students and 11% of the total student population being from overseas according to the Higher Education Statistics Agency figures for 2002-3 [3] . It is only lately, however, that the quality of the international student experience is beginning to be evaluated, for example in the recent UKCOSA student survey [9] . Thus, it is appropriate now to examine the impact of e-learning strategies upon today's student body, especially in light of the potential issues created by the cultural and linguistic diversity of this population.
The literature on VLEs is, naturally, growing at a considerable rate, and it is informative in many respects including how systems may be effectively managed, the sorts of problems they can solve, possible approaches to course design, accessibility issues etc. What has not yet been researched to any great extent is the impact that language and culture may have on a student's experience of a VLE and by extension their experience of Higher Education in general. This paper discusses a preliminary investigation into these effects on students' experience of and attitudes towards participation with WebCT at one UK university.
The study focused on a single school within the University of Sunderland, namely the School of Computing and Technology, which has a significant number of students who speak English as a second or additional language. Of almost 1700 on campus full time students, just under one third are international students, predominantly from China, Pakistan, India, Malaysia and Africa. It is already well documented that such students face both linguistic and cultural challenges in adjusting to being taught in an education system that may be vastly different to that of their own country.
METHODOLOGY
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gathered from a key informant -the university's WebCT Administrator -and a sample of undergraduate students. Three instruments /methods would be used to obtain data: document review (the university WebCT survey results for 2005, and the student online discussion forum); interview with the informant; and a questionnaire distributed to the students. This paper focuses only on the student questionnaire, however, and relates it to the findings in the literature.
This research was undertaken during summer 2005. A pilot questionnaire was distributed, and following an analysis of the returned documents the final questionnaire was designed and emailed to around 60 full time, on campus undergraduate students. The implication of the timing was that it was difficult to contact students during the summer vacation. The actual number of returned questionnaires was 20 which, very fortuitously, subdivided into 10 UK students and 10 international students.
RESULTS
Although this paper does not discuss the informant interview in any detail, it is useful to state here that analysis of the transcript showed that the purpose of the university student survey concerned the overall system management and was divorced from the students' experience of the pedagogy of any individual modules. There seemed to be a focus on ease of information access rather than learning, and this was also reflected in the student responses to this study. Nor were the students targeted in any specific way, for example in terms of nationality, length of time at university etc., which may have both biased the results of the survey and meant that the university failed to get a picture of the experience of the full range of their students.
Analysis of Student Questionnaire

Factual, Demographic Data
A demographic profiling of the students who took part in the study indicated the following: of the 20 respondents, there were more males (14) than females (6) . However, the study took place in a school which has more male students than females so this was fairly representative. 50% were UK nationals and 50% international students. The breakdown by nationality of international students revealed that the largest number, 30%, were from China. Thereafter, each additional nationality formed 10% of respondents (a single student in each case), these being Taiwan, Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, Bahrain, Italy, and Hong Kong. Again, this greater proportion of Chinese students reflects the pattern in the school. Ages ranged from 19-45 with 90% being between 19-29. Most students had just completed 2 years of study in the school. 50% of the respondents had English as a first language -these were the UK nationals -while for 40% English was the second language and for 10% it was an additional language. 10% of UK students had done some previous study at a UK FE/HE institution prior to coming to Sunderland, and so too had 10% of the international students.
Behavioural and Attitudinal Data
At the start the students were asked to select the learning style with which they most identified from a description of its traits. This data when analysed revealed that 45% of students felt they were reflectors ("I like to gather information, think about it and then make a decision. I plan first. I like lectures"); 30% were activists ("I like to do things, try new ideas, participate and learn from mistakes. I don't really like theory and lectures") and 25% were pragmatists ("I am practical. I like applying knowledge to the real world to see if it works straight away"). A third of the reflectors were UK students and two thirds international (half being from China). Five of the six activists -students who like to find things out for themselves -were UK nationals and the other was Chinese. Of the five pragmatists, two were from the UK and the remaining three were from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Malaysia. No student claimed to be a theorist ("I like to research things, step by step, using past experience"), which is of interest to this study as theorists learn by building on experience, which is supposedly the most appropriate learning pattern for online learning [5] .
70% of UK students had not encountered a VLE before their study at Sunderland compared to 50% of international students. When asked if they felt their previous educational experience prepared them for using a VLE, 80% responded in the negative, and 70% of the international students also said that their previous English language instruction had not prepared them for online teaching, just traditional classroom settings and procedures. Thus, from both of these questions, it can be argued that students are not being prepared "to deal with global communicative practices that require far more than local communicative competence" [7] .
Every student had at least 2-3 modules (courses) running on WebCT, and only 15% said that their tutors had not advised them how they wanted them to interact with WebCT.
The discussion forum had been visited by 100% of students. But between UK and International students there was a disparity in use generally: while 100% of UK students were regular users only 60% of international students were.
While 15% of students stated that they preferred not communicating by any WebCT method, email and public discussion fora were equally favoured. 80% of UK students and 70% of international stated a preference for asynchronous discussion over synchronous in order to check what was written before sending it.
The data gathered regarding whether or not students felt WebCT improved communication is presented in Figures 1 and 2 The main reasons given for not participating online were the possibility of misunderstandings, the timeconsuming nature of the task, and the liability for off topic discussion. Some students also said they would rather ask questions of the tutor rather than discuss online with peers. No international students said that they felt comfortable talking in class, and only 20% of this population were happy to use the public online discussion forum.
90% of students, both international and UK, said that even if they did not contribute they found it useful to read other people's comments in the discussion forum (in effect, lurking). For the international students, this reflects the WebCT Administrator's comment that the students "whose names imply that they might not be UK students did a lot of reading but very little posting".
In regard to which body of students contribute more to online discussions 35% said UK students, 15% said international students and 50% said both parties contributed the same. Interestingly, the 15% who said international students contributed more were all UK students. However, some respondents may have interpreted the words "contribute more" as "make the most valuable contribution" rather than "say the most" which is what was intended.
60% of international students responded that the language used in WebCT was informal, as did the same percentage of UK respondents. Yet it has already been noted that 75% of the total population in the study preferred asynchronous discussion, most often so they could check their written language.
44% of UK students and 50% of international students responded that they had at some time found it hard to follow a WebCT discussion. Often people did not supply a reason, but those who did made comments such as "off topic", "the language used", "especially when the British Students use slang", and "some posts were by students late at night and drunk".
Most students, both UK and international, felt that the language used in WebCT was the same as that in real educational settings. However 67% of UK students felt written work required different language to that used in WebCT, while most international students felt the language requirement was the same in all cases i.e. more formal.
Not one of the UK students felt that group discussions work better online, but 20% of international students believed they could. 90% of the total group believed that having WebCT improved other parts of their learning experience. This was usually linked to being able to print off lecture notes in advance so that during the lecture they could pay greater attention to what the lecturer was saying.
To the statement "If you know how to use the Internet you will be able to use WebCT successfully" there was 70% agreement. 55% believed that the Internet was/appeared to be the same around the world, with 60% of the international students believing this to be the case. 40% of international students felt the use of the Internet for educational purposes was the same around the world, compared to 30% of UK students. 60% of the UK group thought it was used differently compared to 30% of the international group. Some students did not feel able to say definitely one way or the other.
Whether or not students thought miscommunication due to language or culture was possible online, or indeed had witnessed or experienced it, provided the following data. A greater number of international students had seen miscommunication than had not (40% compared to 30%: 30% however did not respond to the question). The opposite was true of the UK students: 60% had not noticed it, while 20% had. The reasons cited for the problem occurring were discussions moving off topic, use of slang, culturally offensive comments, and the fact that it is easy to make misinterpretations when there are no visual cues (body language).
Students were presented with a number of possible purposes for WebCT and asked to state what was their perception. 40% felt it was solely an information source while no-one felt it solely a teaching and learning tool, or solely a social tool (e.g. for making a friendly learning community, having discussions). 15% thought it was an information source as well as a teaching and learning tool. Only 5% felt it an information source and a social tool. 40% said it was all of the above.
70% of international students responded that they felt language affected interaction with WebCT, while only 40% of UK students felt it was an issue.
Regarding the effect of culture on interaction, both groups felt this was less significant than language, with only 30% of international respondents and 20% of UK students replying in the positive.
The final question asked students to state in their own words what they liked or disliked about WebCT, and worthy of mention here is that 20% of international students spontaneously reported they felt it led to improvements in teaching and learning materials, and 20% of both groups lauded its function of providing alternative methods of learning. 30% of international respondents, 20% of UK, commented on improved communication and integration. On the negative side there were more wide ranging comments including lack of face to face interaction; its full capabilities were not known; there is pressure on students to use it; it is a slow method of communication.
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS IN RELATION TO LITERATURE
Learning Style
The research aimed partly at determining if any students, international in particular, regarded themselves as Theorists, because this learning style adopts a Constructivist approach which "is the main pedagogy used in online learning" [5] . Constructivism requires "active participation of the learner in discussions and knowledge construction" [5] . So, students who learn best using past experience ought to be competent online learners. However, international students may be disadvantaged here because in building on past experience, the learning style is culturally affected (by biological factors, language and socio-cultural interactions). Also, Constructivism holds that the teacher is a facilitator and often also a co-learner. This is at odds with the stereotypical learning behaviour of many international students, for example those from Middle and Far Eastern cultures whose teaching approach is teachercentred. As it happened, no student professed to be a Theorist.
Building Learning Communities
An important part of online learning is the building of a strong learning community. But this must be facilitated or encouraged by the teacher in the first instance. Feedback showed that most students felt the tutors had explained how they wished the students to use WebCT, but other responses served to indicate that learning community ground rules were lacking. For example, the split in answers received about the formality of the language of WebCT may be evidence that tutors are not facilitating negotiation of this aspect of online communication. Had the communities in the present study been allowed to 'gel', to discover what they share in common, what they will deem acceptable/unacceptable/offensive there would not have been comments on culturally offensive communications. Possibly the strongest evidence of the lack of learning community formation, however, was that only 32% said it was more about forming social groups than about letting you achieve your practical aims (a dichotomy that was designed to ascertain long term and short term orientation amongst the respondents). No student categorised it solely as "a social tool" but 40% did say it was "an information source, teaching and learning tool and social tool all at once". It is interesting to note here that the interview with the WebCT Administrator revealed a small group of students petitioning him to keep open the discussion group from the survey once the end of term was reached. He relates this to the notion of 'community development'. However, it is also noteworthy that this was a wholly UK group of students.
The Nature of Language on WebCT
The Web most resembles written language according to [2] . WebCT generally may be thought of in this way as much of its functionality is content such as lecture notes. Chatgroups, however, which would correspond to WebCT's discussion forum, are closest to spoken language [2] with email somewhere between the two. Students were asked about their notions of formality of language in WebCT, and their responses showed that 60% felt it was informal (closer to spoken than written language). Given that the most popular communication methods were stated as discussion forum and email, this probably supports the view in [2] .
Visual Decontextualisation and Cultural Disconnection
Some qualitative comments, mostly from international students, indicated that lack of body language cues caused or had the potential to cause misunderstandings online. Wang and colleagues' recent research [10] and [11] claims the comprehensive intertwining of language and culture mean that English language media of education can leave some students with English as a second or additional language culturally disconnected. The students in the present study seemed to be very willing to admit language was a potential barrier to online communication but did not accept that the same was true of culture. Perhaps this is because culture, unlike language, is invisible on line. Perhaps Labour et al's [5] question whether it is "easier to work across cultures free from visual cues, which tap into our prejudices" or "harder without visual cues so that we miss sensitive cultural cues" is answered in this data.
Perception of Differences in the Internet around the World
The question about the internet being different around the world was inspired by Marcus and Gould [6] and Tylee [8] but was actually a somewhat unsophisticated way of attempting to determine cultural perceptions. 60% of international students and 55% of UK students felt it was the same the world over. However, a further attempt to analyse WebCT specifically following [6] and [8] was made through another question which required students to say whether or not they felt WebCT was easy or difficult to navigate (should indicate tolerance for uncertainty and masculinity/femininity values); worked well but was visually unappealing versus was visually appealing but did not function well (masculinity/ femininity values); has a simple or confusing interface (uncertainty avoidance); and is practical and goal oriented rather than a social tool (long versus short term orientation). Unfortunately, it has not yet been possible to carry out such an analysis of these and other potentially culturally revealing questions.
WebCT as Cultural Artefact
There were comments returned regarding other messaging systems being more appropriate for chat with friends than WebCT. These findings echo the case studies presented in [7] where in one case his students moved to Instant Messenger for more intimate communication (and in doing so crossed a threshold to construct their own "space of engagement through which [to] position themselves as insiders with a vested interest in the educational, social and communicative activities at hand", and in the other case students refused to communicate using a tool that they felt "unsuitable as a medium for age-peer relationship building and social interaction". It has also been this researcher's recent experience that a group of Chinese students moved from a WebCT discussion forum created for them and others, and started their own alternative (Chinese language) forum.
WebCT as Alternative Learning Opportunity
Some students commented that one of the positive aspects of WebCT was that it provided alternative learning and teaching opportunities. This supports research findings [1] that international students can find it helpful to have open to them other methods to the more active role required in the traditional Western classroom setting.
FINAL COMMENTS
The study aimed to discover if language and culture predispose a person's experience of a VLE, and the researcher believes this has been shown to be the case. The secondary research showed that language and culture should not be examined separately as they are intertwined. Both UK and international students felt ill-prepared by prior educational experience to use the medium, and with international students this also applied to previous English Language preparation. Although the study was small, its findings warrant further investigation as they may have implications for the design of online educational materials as institutions across the globe seek to expand their provision through online learning environments.
